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ABSTRACT
This collection includes a series of poems and one short story. The work is a creative
exploration of personal landscapes, both inner and outer. In particular, the poetry was
inspired by working with dream material and blending it with memory, or imagined memory.
Recreating the mother monster and closed worlds of communication are dominant themes in
this collection; themes that address issues of emotional and physical abandonment, substance
abuse and grief.
The short story, ‘Driving Lessons’’, focuses on three siblings negotiating the difficulty of
growing up with an alcoholic mother. This piece of fiction, like the poems, addresses a world
of closed communication due to an emotional vacancy on the part of the mother.
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INTRODUCTION
Writing poetry is a process of discovery; an exploration into landscapes of infinite
possibility and consciousness. Pablo Picasso, twentieth-century painter and artist, said,
“Everything you can imagine is real’. In poetry, the imagined is birthed with each word and
line, to create worlds both fantastic and familiar, both personal and collective.
‘Dog Days’ explores a terrain of landscapes, both interior and exterior, some operating
in the natural world, and some in the world of fantasy and dream. Dreams are a rich source
of material that provide a place for the unconscious and conscious to communicate; a place of
mystery and insight. I’ve tried to create environments both surreal and specific. Some of
these environments are grounded in reality, others in dream world, and some exist at the
intersection between dream and reality. This junction can be seen as a door in which the
dreamer, writer, or character passes through in order to transcend boundaries, explore
memory or just ‘escape’ awhile. Dreamscape and reality are two sides of the same door; each
exist in response to the other, challenging the self to both accept and reject the rules of both
worlds.
In a collection I wanted dialogues between poems; between the future and the past,
between adult self and child, and between conscious and unconscious. Marie Howe does this
in her book, ‘What the Living Do’. Each poem can be seen as a note of music, and as a whole,
working together to create a song that both praises and laments the human experience.
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Obvious upon reading this collection are the themes of recreating the monster mother
and worlds of closed communication. As the process of creative writing is linked to the right
side of the brain, where memories of image and sound are stored, it was inevitable these
themes would surface.

The monster mother theme is dominant. No surprise, considering I

have two mothers; a birthmother, and an adoptive mother, both with whom I share difficult
and complicated relationships. Both of whom would be shocked and dismayed to find
themselves unsympathetically included in the ‘monster mother’ category. I certainly don’t
intend to say that my mother’s are right up there with Grendel, Mommie-Dearest, or
Cinderella’s step-mother, but that difficult childhood memories and the inability to
communicate the effects of them has influenced my writing of them. In some places I’ve told
the honest truth, in some I’ve exaggerated, and in some I’ve just downright lied. But - there is
an emotional truth to them all. I’ve recreated dream worlds, childhood worlds of memory
and completely imagined worlds, with the result being a collection of poems and fiction that
blends truth with lies, and fantasy with reality.
After dozens and dozens of mother poems whose themes echo some form of loss or
grief, it occurred to me that I could write a thousand more, no different than the rest except
for individual differences in setting and narrative. This was discouraging. I didn’t want to
simply scratch the surface of this material, but to transcend it. An example of this is ‘Door to
the Moon’ where the dream-self visits the child-self of her past and finds she doesn’t know
how to protect her from the future. I wrote the poem having some difficulty with the
resolution.
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What is offered here except the revelation of a tragic event? Is there something more
to understand, can the poem go no deeper? These questions repeatedly plagued me in the
writing process. I began to question the dream characters and symbols in the search for
answers; a process C.G. Jung called active imagination. I began to make some progress using
this approach, as in the poem, ‘Grocery List’, where the dreamer demands an answer from the
character of dream mother. ‘Forgiveness’ the mother says, surprising both dreamer and
dream writer. Good poetry should transform the personal into something larger; to begin
with an intimate interior and then expand to address or include a collective experience. This
is my continuing challenge as a writer. The form of ‘Door to the Moon’ takes the shape of the
long line, followed by a few shorter lines. Originally inspired by Walt Whitman, the long line
makes use of space as a way of opening up a narrative to include more detail. The long line is
assertive; demanding more space and attention. The first lines of each stanza are like long
intakes of breath, followed by shorter exhalations. The first lines open up the scene, while the
shorter lines that follow allow the reader to dwell there a little longer before going to the
next.
‘The Market’ opens up in the dream world and then makes the leap into imagination.
Here, where the line between fantasy and reality is blurred, I want to offer a place where
truth resonates. The presentation of an imagined memory serves to relay an emotional truth
in the speakers psyche; one of early loss and maternal separation.
I wrote ‘Frozen Season’ intending it to work on two levels as well; operating in the
dream world, yet also resonating an emotional reality that comes from the dreamer’s waking
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life. The one line of dialogue, ‘please come back’, is the only place where a possible
connection to reality exists. A classmate asked me if that one line carries enough weight in
this piece, as it offers no back story, nor breaks out into narrative. I thought about that and
then tried revising it so that there would be more of a connection with the real world, but the
poem resisted. The poem represents a world of closed communication and speaks to the
inability of being able to cross difficult and dangerous emotional terrain. The poem has frozen
shut, trapping the dreamer within it. As a single piece it may not work on its own, but as part
of a thematic series I hope the plea for connection in this poem is answered in others.
‘In Man with the Lizard Tongue’ I chose to write in block, prose form that enhances the
stream-of-consciousness effect associated with dreams.
‘Zero’ is a confessional piece, operating with an inconsistent number of lines in the
stanzas to create the sense of instability and fragmented consciousness of the narrator. Form
and content are not randomly associated; they support each other. Robert Frost once said
that writing without form is ‘like playing tennis without a net’. Form experimentation is a tool
that enables fresh expression and creativity, while containing them in a structure that echoes
the content. To quote Ezra Pound, “To create a new rhythm; as the expression of new
moods- and not to copy old rhythms, which merely echo old moods”.
In ‘The Weight of the Sea,’ the sea is a metaphor for long-carried grief. The weight of
sadness is an intrusion in the speaker’s emotional life that continues to pull her down, as
symbolized by the train and the ocean itself. In this dream reality the natural world functions
as a medium for memory and emotion. Mary Oliver does this in her dream work and her
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natural world images operate on multiple levels whether it’s evoking myth or exploring
subconscious terrain.
In working with dream material I often think of a line from her poem, ‘The Leaf and
The Clover’, which reads, “I’m never sure which part of this dream is me and which part is the
rest of the world”. And that leads me to Alice, in Lewis Carol’s ‘Through the Looking Glass’,
who argued with Tweedle Dee about knowing whether one is the dreamer, or the subject of
another’s dream called into existence by an outside entity. This idea of interconnectedness
appeals to me; that on some alternate level of reality we are all dreaming each other into
existence, adventuring the sea of the universe on individual currents of consciousness.
Following this train of thought brings me to Robert Bly who, in his book ‘News of the
Universe’, invented what he calls the New Position; a movement in poetry that evolved with
the Romantic Age, an acknowledgement of consciousness in all things, living or not; whether
stone, animal, plant, or ripple of air. That everything in existence has a life of its own, a voice
to call its own. In this way the lyric has become a gathering place for an infinity of voices,
perspectives and realms of experience.
In my poem, ‘Alphabet of Stars’, a starlit universe invites the dreamer to join its song
in the sky. The dreamer is both enchanted and frightened by the mystery and beauty of such
endless space. The call of the stars awakens a feeling of awe in her, a feeling of
connectedness to the world that she wants to both belong to and depart from. Longing to
answer the voice of the stars she climbs higher, willing to be carried beyond herself. For a
brief moment she clings to the windowsill, her last bit of security, before finally letting go.
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Poetry has its roots in the oral tradition; in storytelling and in song. When a poem is
alive in its sound and measures, is a proposal about listening. It is as much an aural
experience as a visual one. Alexander Pope said, “The sound must echo the sense”, and in this
way poetry is the music of literature. Even the pause at the end of a line has its purpose: to
rest a moment in the music of the language. Enjambed lines enable forward motion; a beat to
be carried in the next line. Incantation or repetition functions through departure then a
return, the opening repeating itself, like notes of a song. In writing poems I begin looking at
form only after I’ve captured an image on the page. Upon reading the text the lines
themselves will sometimes inform me if something is off rhythmically. A short lyric line might
long for more space or expression, while a long line might be saying too much and require a
firm paring down.
Reading my work out loud I can often hear where lines are not creating harmony for
the ear. Sometimes I get caught up in the narrative and forget to listen to the actual sounds
the words are making. In pieces like ‘What Dogs Dream’ I kept a sharp ear for the way the
lyric was sounding as I moved into each new line. This is an image-based poem with an
absence of narrative, conflict or emotion; therefore I wanted to create a strong sense of
sound. The poem is grounded in the natural world, albeit a dream natural world, and the
images contain their own mystery. For such spare pieces like this to work it is important that
the music of it resonates. Spare does not mean simple; each word is chosen specifically with
an ear for sound and a precise image or setting.
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“When I use a word,” Humpty Dumpty said in a rather scornful tone, “It means just
what I chose it to mean – neither more nor less.”
“The question is,” said Alice, “Whether you can make words mean so many things.”

'Driving Lessons' attempts to recreate the monster mother theme in the
story of an alcoholic mother who is emotionally and physically absent from her children. The
character of the mother, thinking only of her own emotional suffering, cannot recognize the
same symptoms in her children. While the three siblings do their best to raise each other and
appear to be secure with each other, they all exhibit specific symptoms that result from
having an emotionally unavailable mother. Sydney steals money from Unicef, and in her
journals creates stories about families that cannot communicate; such as the autistic boy who
won't look at his parents. Ricky only comes home to steal money from his mother. Through
Adelaide's narration we are aware of the anger that is just under the surface at all times; a
rage she tries to control and conceal. Of the three children, Adelaide feels the strain of their
situation the most chronically. As a young teenager she does most of the cooking, takes care
of household chores and watches over her sister all the time. Adelaide is forced to be grown
up in ways she resents, whether she's conscious of it or not. Her recurring dream of the new
room in the house is her unconscious desire to have her own space and her own place away
from the grim reality of her waking life. Her dreaming mind creates a tranquil place that only
she has access too. Adelaide also fantasizes about driving across country; a journey that ends
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with dolphins and whales on the Pacific Coast. This fantasy is also a coping device; an escape
into the imagining of other possible realities, a way of dealing with her difficult reality.
The intersection of reality and fantasy is the place where rules dissolve, where the
character is able to transcend boundaries- if only temporarily. In Adelaide’s psyche, the
reality of surviving in a dysfunctional family is contrasted with the dreams and fantasies of
freedom, space, travel and pleasure. If painful memories can’t be erased, then at least new
ones can be created, whether ‘real’ or not. Dream, fantasy, and imagination make
impossibility possible. Fantasy and reality exist as two sides of the same door where each
exists in response to the other; a place where everything you can imagine is real.
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Apparition
A mother who is a bitch all day
comes to her senses at night
gazing upon faces of
sleeping children
breaths like waves
on fragile shores
small hands hold a stuffed toy
smudge of chocolate on chin
They don't hear footsteps
pacing into night
nor the weeping that could pass
for some strange animal in the woods
calling for a mate long gone
In their dreams they see her
stumbling down a road
parts missing
a soul with only its bare bones

9

Pizza Night
My mother has run away again. I find the note on the kitchen counter
next to an ashtray with butts covered in lipstick.
My sister laughs, "She's going to divorce him if we don't shape up,"
she tosses the note in the trash, "Let's make pizza."
When my Dad comes home he knows she's gone by the sound of a blaring radio
and unrestrained laughter in the kitchen.
He stands in the doorway, tilted sideways,
his body leaning into the frame.
Our eyes meet, and I think how handsome he still is,
so many losses inside.
"It'll be alright," I say, but something in his face breaks,
already parts of him falling away.
We hold him in the doorway,
his head resting between our shoulders
Just low enough so I can read my sister's lips
when she mouths Bitch and shakes her head.
I imagine our mother in some air-conditioned hotel down by the river
ordering room service and cigarettes
sprawled across the bed, sipping scotch and watching her favorite show,
a half-smile at the cruel edge of her mouth, knowing
she'll get her way.

10

Competition

The neighbor lady did her laundry naked
From our kitchen window you could look right down into her basement
watch her sort and fold piles of bras and underwear, comfortable in her own body
often singing a song I couldn't hear, or pausing to take a puff of a cigarette
as she smoothed her hand across the ironing board
One night the house shook with my mother's roars
the dog and I got in bed with my sister and we waited, familiar with the routine
"Don't worry," my sister crooned in the dog's ear, "Tomorrow is always better."
But the next day, after school, our mother was in the kitchen cooking dinner naked under a
half apron
sautéing shrimp, garlic, and little pieces of juicy meat skewered with peppers that no one
could eat
served to us as if nothing were out of the ordinary, as if the little apron she was wearing
could compensate for everything she wasn't
"Somebody make her get dressed," my sister said, arms folded, eyes shut
My mother stood stubbornly by the table, her breasts level with my father's head
nipples two red thimbles glaring down at us
My father sat with his hands in his lap, his vacant gaze looking to the window
where the curtains were pulled tightly shut.
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The Weight of the Sea
The train changes tracks and
there is a pull, a deep sighing
of engine and steam
We glide from platform into water
the train dipping
into a mercury world
Far down
dragon-fish watch me through the window
their silver stripes like seaweed
splayed in slow motion
moving left, then right
Like my sister’s hair
that summer in the Red River
my parents asleep in the sun
lips stained with wine
forgetting she couldn’t swim
One hand reaching up for me
a stream of bubbles surfacing
signaling her quiet struggle
The world tilting
her fingers slipping through mine
How long have I been dreaming you
grasping handfuls of water in my sleep
searching for the memory of your body?
Deeper down the light burns a cold red
the train groans under the weight of the sea
And she is taking me
the sea is taking me
a lost child
to the red darkness below
12

The dragon-fish rise
their eyes a road of stars
I cannot follow.
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In the Forest of Nightmare
At the gates of a crumbling tower
the puppets usher me in, pet my hair, call me baby
crooked wooden smiles saying
they’ll get me home, that no one is lost forever
On a rickety stage they dance, giddy and wild
swaying to harpsichord, xylophone, acorns
bones and joints clicking like little teeth
They curtsy and bow, blowing wooden kisses
I clap for their silliness and they rise
turning to cut their own strings
jump from the stage
time to go home, baby
crooked mouths clicking
crooked fingers reaching
scissors in hands
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Dog Days
I don’t want to hear people’s stories
but they come anyhow
Through the drone of rain on a tin roof
or a train passing deep in night
How this one will never marry again
because there are no good women left
How that one can’t get off the pills
her kids are uncontrollable
The stupid stoned bullshit get-togethers
where someone always has to bring it up
About the lucky bastard who invented the paper clip
and never has to worry again
My sister left her kids
even the baby
the asthmatic one
Stammering ma-ha ma-ha all night long
her husband phoning every hour
no, nothing, not yet
The neighbor’s dog insistent whining
somebody forgot to feed him
and the dull weight of a child in my arms
crying for a mother
long gone
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The Man with the Lizard Tongue
pushes his plate toward me and says he didn’t order eggs. On the barstool next to him a
woman in penguin pajamas is filling out a job application. I take the eggs, replace them with a
bowl of acorns and he salts them down, licks his upper lip, each fleshy tip of tongue curling
away from the other. My dad had hair like yours, I say, thick and red. When I was five I used
to brush it, but one day he asked me to and I said no. He pours dirt in his coffee and stirs it
with a piece of wood. The door jingles open and a young couple stand on the matt shaking ice
from their curls. The woman in penguin pajamas is asleep with her thumb in her mouth. Soon
after that he went away and I never saw him again. A teakettle whistles and the young couple
begins to dance, the bells on their shoes ringing, flashing silver shards of light across the walls.
Forty-four years old, some days still think it’s my fault. The man with the lizard tongue leans in,
mouth opening. His tongue traces the swell of my bottom lip. I taste salt and dirt. Outside a
catfish swims by the window, its eyes as big as dinner plates.
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The Night Bees
The snowstorm blew in from the north
a lake-effect pummeling that left us
without power, phones
Huddled in the living room
my sister and I shared a bag of chips
watched Grandma fill the kerosene heater
I forgot to feed the fairies, my sister said
I shook my head, It’s my turn
We’re out of milk anyway, she said
I help up the cup, Not quite
She pinched me, It’s still my turn
Bickering continued until Grandma,
gripping the matchbook in her spotty hands,
swore loudly, I’ll feed the damned fairies!
My sister and I crawled into the small
Snoopy sleeping bag and shivered
We held each other for warmth
listening to the strikes of matches
saw the tiny sparks, like fireflies blinking
Fireflies that turned to bees in my dream
where Grandma was standing in a field
striking match after match
A buzz of fire taking flight
whirring around her silver hair
a humming cloud of night bees
A fiery cloud that lifted her up
and flew her to the stars
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The next morning my sister and I rose to a world
of snapped trees, downed power lines
and grandma, in her rocker
one blue hand cupping
the last of the milk
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Frozen Season
My mother runs naked through black trees
down the slope of a gray hill
where a river has frozen shut
she kneels on the bank
her skin moonlight
her nipples
dark wood knots
her open hands
dead branches reaching
please come back, she calls
I crouch
pull myself in tighter
chunks of ice between us
her hair is tangled brush
lips the roots of trees
her tears are stars
falling in tiny chinks on the ice
where bone splinters
fissures crack
on a river
I don’t know how to cross
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Grocery List
In the Hardware section of Walmart
I discover my mother
crouched in a cart, crying
I wheel her over to Housewares
wrap her in a blue blanket
In Produce I find her favorite snacks;
almonds, blackberries
tangerines
In Electronics I tempt her with symphonies;
Bach’s Concerto # 5
Schubert’s Elf King
In Pharmacy I resort to Gingko,
Band-Aids and Flintstone vitamins
to no avail
An old woman with eyes like raisins turns to me,
Don’t you know you’re dreaming, she asks
The aisle begins to fade
already I’m aware of the cat
making bread on my back
signaling the night almost over
I shake the cart
scream at my mother
What is it you want?
An alarm sounds
a voice crackles over the intercom
Security needed in Aisle four
My mother lifts her head
says simply
something I’ve never considered
Forgiveness
20

Zero
Some people watch the weather channel all day
their feet don’t fidget and
they feel just fine
My neighbor has thirteen kids
and doesn’t smoke
When I’m nervous I count
Hide (hīd) verb: to obscure from sight; to keep
secret; to seek shelter.
noun: the skin of an animal
Under the honeysuckle in the garden this morning
the remains of a cat
one paw tucked under its jaw
a red centipede crawling from the mottled fur around
an empty eye socket
I’m not afraid of snakes
cancer
serial killers
But drop me into a room full of people
forty-one
forty-two
forty-three
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What Dogs Dream
Gray-curving slopes
wind-washed creek beds
foxes bones, starched white under a cold sun
Shivers of grass
smell of clay, pine
urine
They stand together, nostrils flared
The spine of a dark morning
stretching awake.
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Dust
I stand with the living
under a smoke filled pavilion
where shots of whiskey fill tall glasses
and dogs run free
Someone sings my eulogy on a karaoke machine
children color my headstone with
Sapphire Blue and Burnt Orange #10
The music of my death
sweeps across the gaping earth on a dusty wind
fills it with the voices of the living
My children fly kites in the field
yelling out the stories of their births
You were born in a snowstorm
you were born under a full moon
I was born at sunrise! the baby yells
The kites swirl, tangle, fall, and
my children huddle and cry
The world cracks open
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The Alphabet of Stars
If this were a poem
I’d climb the long stairs to the attic
crouch by the window
where snow gathers on the sill
Study the field of stars
How they fall, wanton
oblivious to boundaries
How each light
could be a door to another world
that my body would slip through
if it knew the way
This is where the poem would build
Between the edge of the window I grip
and the endless space of nothingness
that calls to me
Come learn the alphabet of stars
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Something Terrible
Last night in a dream
an old woman cut my hair
It fell to the floor in chunks
and she whispered
You're cursed in love
This morning I sit in a house
haunted by mistakes
burning cigarette holes in the table cloth
rage smoldering with every drag
I want to write something dangerous
I want to write a poem that can break a wine glass
a poem only liars can hear
one that curls around your throat in the night and whispers
It's nothing sweetheart, go back to sleep
Something terrible
that I can embrace
seduce
wear
Like a bright, red, furry, scaly, toothless dress
that I could put on for you
Honey
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Door to the Moon
A long staircase rising before me, a wooden sign at the bottom step. The Moon, it reads, This
Way. I climb, luminous air brightening.
At the top, a pale door, a silver knob. I step past the threshold, spinning into moon’s shadow.
I’m standing in the kitchen of the farmhouse I grew up in. Red-checkered
tablecloth smoothed over the table by the window.
A silver teapot sits quietly on the stove next to a coffee cup and an ashtray.
On the counter the small black and white T.V. my parents used to watch the news on.
On the floor, a child, stacking pieces of Lego, a jump rope curled by her feet. Her face is
solemn; her cool eyes look up, then past me, as if she is listening.
A small cut on her leg, four stitches just below the knee. I remember the loose gravel, the bike
sliding out from under me, the sudden warmth of blood. My father’s voice telling me that
nothing is ever as bad as it seems.
From the upstairs bathroom, the sound of running water.
She’s organizing the Lego’s by color, red and white. I move closer and tuck a loose strand of
blonde hair behind her ear. She pauses, eyes shift sideways, touches her cheek.
I will scoop her up, fly her from this place. My heart is the sound of hoof beats thrumming in
the distance, and even as I think it, I knowIf I lift her out of this world, she will still exist in another,
a child who will hear the sound of water running down the stairs.
A child who will climb the long steps, open the door and discover her mother in the tub, the
vacant eyes filmed over and sunken, a bottle of pills on the black and white tiled floor.
A child who will sit for hours waiting for the sound of her father’s key in
the front door, for his steady foot on the stair, for the world to be put back together.
A frown creases her forehead; she carefully snaps each Lego in place with soft clicks
that sound like seconds on a clock.
I reach for her but have no arms, I tumble down stairs into a black sky where the moon hangs
in pieces.
26

The Market
A bear follows me from the woods into a farmer’s market. A man in camouflage says to
another, We’re gonna kill that thing.
I face the bear; run away, I plead, they don’t know your innocence. The bear ambles away
singing a low tune. The words river and stone float back to me.
Under the fruit stand, a woman is breastfeeding; one hand cupped to the small bundle at her
chest, the other caresses a ripe peach, her thumb circling a bruise in the soft flesh.
I can’t remember being born, in some cold room far north, whisked away only seconds old. I
imagine my birth mother waking hours later, a nurse saying, You can leave now, you can start
over.
Maybe the sunlight filling the room looked new that day. Maybe she packed her small bag,
stood on the hospital steps and gathered into herself a long breath of air.
Maybe she raised her arm to signal the first cab, or maybe she hesitated a moment, her head
turned slightly; somewhere down the hall a baby was crying.
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DRIVING LESSONS
Tomorrow is Halloween. Mom will get out her black wig and fangs and walk down to
the ABC club where she’ll sit and drink Bloody Mary’s. One after the other. Long after trickor-treaters have gone home and had their pillowcases full of candy inspected by parents
searching for razor blades in chocolate bars. Halloween is for grown-ups, too, she always says.
This is what I’m thinking while I’m on the couch folding towels. Sydney is on the floor working
on a photo album. Mom sits in her beat-up recliner, smoking, and watching ‘Who Wants to
Marry My Dad’.
Last Halloween, my brother, Ricky, had to get up in the middle of the night and take
the station wagon to go get her, even though he didn’t have his driver’s license. He does now.
He bought an old, black Pontiac with money he saved all summer working at Sharkey’s Car
Wash. He got a speeding ticket the first day he drove it home, but he didn’t care. He sat in
the driveway revving the engine while Sydney and I sat on the porch swing eating nutty-buddy
bars.
“Do you hear that?” he yelled, “That’s a high-rise intake with two fours.”
“That’s nice,” I said.
After the nutty-buddy’s he took us on the wildest ride we ever had. Eighty-miles an
hour down Mutton Hollow road, a long straight stretch until the end where all of a sudden a
big bump pops up out of nowhere, then flattens out again.
“Hold on,” Ricky bellowed, his foot stomped down on the pedal.
We hit that bump and flew through the air like the Dukes of Hazard. The car came
down on the other side with a bone-rattling crunch, and Sydney and I bounced up and down
like Jacks-in-the-box. I screamed for him to stop, but Sydney laughed hysterically and yelled,
“Do it again.”
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It’s supposed to rain tomorrow, but Sydney wants to go trick or treating anyway,
though this year most of the kids are going to Halloween parties at churches, or the mall.
Halloween is not what it used to be.
“I’m gonna be a fairy,” Sydney says, “and I’m going even if no one else does.”
“Why the hell do they want to take away the one holiday that kids really love?” Mom
says, looking at the T.V. She’s talking about church people.
“Maybe it’s not safe anymore,” Sydney says, laying out Polaroid pictures in a straight
row for sorting. Mom snorts and lights another cigarette.
“It’s the religious nuts you have to worry about,” she says, exhaling loudly, “You can’t
do anything anymore without some Jesus freak leaving nasty notes and Bibles in the mailbox.”
“It wasn’t a nasty note,” I say, “It was an AA pamphlet.”
“Next thing you know they’ll be taking away Easter egg hunts,” she says as if I hadn’t
spoken. Sydney examines a picture and slides it into a slot on the page.
“It’s not my favorite holiday, anyway,” I say, stacking the towels in a neat pile.
“Well, of course not,” Mom snaps, “You’re allergic to eggs.”
I go to the kitchen and make a peanut butter and raisin sandwich. What the hell does
she care if anyone’s trick-or-treating, I think, making a smiley face with the raisins. Sydney
follows me into the kitchen.
“I forgot to show you my new one,” she says, handing me a Polaroid of a pair of feet.
They’re grotesque. Jagged toenails bulging and cracked over bloated toes jutting out of a pair
of pink sandals.
“Jesus,” I say, “Whose are those?”
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“Mrs. Fishbone. I went to her house to get a UNICEF donation and I said I liked her
sandals so much that could I please take a picture of them? She believed me. She told me
where she got them, how much she paid for them, and how many outfits she can wear them
with.”
Sydney is ten. Our dad, who lives in Kansas and rarely visits, sent her a Polaroid
Camera last year for Christmas. He didn’t send any film, though. Sydney’s a good kid, gets
good grades, and all the teachers like her. But they don’t know she uses some of the UNICEF
donations to buy film. Every Monday after school Sydney gets on her bike and goes around
getting donations. They give her a quarter or a dime, sometimes homemade cookies, but she
usually ends up with enough money to buy one roll of generic film.
Sydney has a foot fetish. Before she got her camera she collected magazines and cut
out all the pictures of feet. She’d make collages of feet and hang them everywhere. Mom
doesn’t like them; Sid’s not allowed to tape them on the fridge anymore.
“You know what I’ve noticed, Adelaide?” she asks, staring at her picture.
“No, what.”
“People with ugly feet don’t think they have ugly feet.”
“I know my feet are ugly,” I say, squashing my sandwich together.
“That’s another thing,” Sydney says, “You don’t have ugly feet at all. People with nice
feet always think they have ugly feet, and people with ugly feet go around in sandals and flip
flops like they don’t mind anyone seeing them.”
I take a big bite and point to the picture with my sandwich.
“That woman shoo never wear open toe shooj,” I say.
“Ricky thinks he has nice feet,” she says which makes us both laugh. His toes look like
big bananas. I chug milk out of the container and put it back in the fridge.
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“You can tell a lot about somebody by looking at their feet,” she tells me, “Feet are full
of secrets.”
“What are my secrets?” I ask her.
“You have a lot of anger,” she says.
In the living room Mom is talking to the TV and I hear her say, “That one’s a slut.”
“What about her feet?” I ask, jerking my head toward the living room.
Sydney just shakes her head, “Like we don’t already know.”

*

I always have this dream. I’m in the house doing something ordinary, like sweeping
the floor or unstacking the dishwasher. I hear a noise down the hall and when I go to
investigate I find a door that’s never been there before. I open it and there’s this whole new
room. Big, and empty, and white, with a sash window that’s open, the sunlight pouring
through it. I step into the room and am so surprised and happy that I’ve found this new room,
which no one has ever noticed even though we’ve been living in this house for years.
This morning I see Sydney writing in a black composition book. Sydney wants to be a
writer when she grows up. When she’s not working on her foot album she’s writing short
stories. She also records her dreams.
“Is that a story or a dream?” I ask. It’s Saturday morning, we don’t have to listen to
Mom scream from her bed to get the hell up and get ready for school.
“A story. It’s about this autistic boy who has never smiled in his whole life. His parents
love him and are always trying to hug him and make him smile, but he just pushes them away.
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He likes to ball up tin foil and roll it around the kitchen floor all day. No matter what they do,
they can’t make him notice them. It breaks their hearts.”
“So then what happens,” I ask. It’s dark outside. Raindrops spatter on the tin roof.
There will be a puddle by the back door where the roof leaks.
“They see this show on the discovery channel about dolphins and how they can
somehow communicate with autistic kids. The parents watch this little girl on TV who never
smiled in her whole life. Her parents put her in the water with this trained dolphin, and the
girl starts laughing out loud, she’s kicking and splashing and playing with the dolphin. Her
parents kneel by the pool holding each other, sobbing like crazy. The parents of the little boy
watch this, and they cry, too. Maybe there’s hope for our son, they say, and they plan a trip
to Hawaii where these special dolphins are.”
“Then what happens?”
“They get to Hawaii and they put the little boy in the pool with the dolphin and the
dolphin’s trainer. The dolphin swims up to the little boy and sticks its head out of the water,
looking at him, like it wants to play.”
“Go on.”
“The parents hold their breath, clutching each other, waiting to see their son smile for
the first time in his whole life.”
“And does he?”
“No. He screams so hard he goes into convulsions. The trainer has to get him out
before he drowns.”
I pull the covers over my face.
“It’s not funny. This is a serious story.”
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I peek out of the covers, “Does it have a happy ending?”
“Those aren’t for everybody,” she says.
On the shelf over Sydney’s bed is a framed picture of our family. It sits next to her
UNICEF can which states in bold, black letters, WE SUPPORT CHILDREN. The picture is an old
one; Sid is a baby perched on dad’s lap. He looks relaxed and smiling, his arm around Mom.
Her hair glows red in the sunlight filtering through trees in the background. Her face is lit up
in the middle of a laugh. She doesn’t have a single line on her face. Ricky and I sit at her feet,
toothless grinning toddlers with ketchup stains on our shirts.
“What’s your story called?” I ask her.
“I Love You but Don’t Touch Me.”
*

Sid and I are making chocolate chip pancakes for lunch when Mom comes downstairs.
She crosses the kitchen to the coffee pot; her long, curved toenails click on the linoleum floor.
Her head is a mess, gray roots pushing up through reddish-brown thinning hair.
“I’m going down the street later,” Mom says. Sid shoots me a look. I make a smiley
face with the chocolate chips and watch them sink into the dough in soft little puckers. Mom
makes a pot of coffee, lights a cigarette and sits down. Sid and I eat our pancakes standing up
at the counter.
“We’re going down the street, too,” Sydney says, turning the syrup bottle upside
down.
“Don’t be out late,” Mom says, turning toward me.
I don’t look at her.
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*
Sydney’s plastic elf ears stick up through her curly red hair and I have to help her tie
her wings on the back of Mom’s old wedding dress.
“Do I look like a fairy, Adelaide?” she asks.
“Nope,” I say, and her face falls, “You look like a fairy queen.”
She grins, grabs the pillowcase and rushes me out the front door. First stop is Alice
Martin’s house, one of Sydney’s school friends. Alice isn’t allowed to trick-or-treat, her
mother says it makes kids vulnerable to evil influences. Alice is going to a church party down
at the Riverside Church of God, where no scary or evil costumes are allowed. But Alice is
waiting for us on the front porch, dressed like, it seems to me, a hooker.
“What do you think?” she asks, twirling around for inspection.
“I love it,” Sid says, “What are you?”
Alice laughs like Sid is joking and holds out her hand. Sid opens her pillowcase and Alice drops
some red twizzlers and about a dozen pennies into it.
“That’s for UNICEF,” she says, and then frowns, “I wish you could come with me.”
“Maybe next year,” Sydney says.

Not many kids are out; it’s drizzling a bit and the streets are quiet. Only a few lights
are on. Near the end of the block someone covered in a black sheet with two holes cut for
eyes jumps out from behind a parked car and tries to scare us.
“Boo.” he yells in my face.
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It’s Billy Sloane, with his built-in peanut butter breath.
“Hi Billy,” I say.
“How did you know?” he asks.
Mom dated Billy’s dad a few years ago. It didn’t last long; I think he was afraid of her.
He was always nervous when he was at our house, waiting for Mom to get ready, sitting in the
living room making small talk and asking goofy questions like, “What did you learn in school
today?” He was a big man with little hands and feet that looked perfectly manicured. He
always wore flip-flops, sometimes with socks. He called them his ‘sock-flops’. Once Sydney
pointed to his pinky toes and said, “I don’t like those.” A deep blush started down below his
neck and spread upwards across his doughy face, which was pock-marked from old acne scars.
I felt sorry for him.
“Where are you going next, Billy?” Sid asks him.
“Home,” he says, with a pout. “Hardly anyone’s home, and if they are they have their
lights off. Dad said he’ll take me over to the mall if I get back by eight.”
“All right, well, see ya,” Sid says, and we leave Billy behind. I think he might be
disappointed we didn’t invite him along. We stop at a few more houses, then reach the end
of the block. Two little kids dressed up as hot-dogs pass us, followed by an older teenage girl
who’s smoking and talking on a cell phone.
“Do you think dad will visit for Christmas?” Sid asks.
“Fuck him,” I say, “He’s the reason Mom’s the way she is.”
Sydney looks at me hard and says, “But that was a long time ago.”
“Some people can’t get over things, Sid.”
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We cross the street in silence. The last time we dressed up for Halloween, Mom and
Dad went with us; I was a white dragon, a homemade costume that took me a long time to
make. Everyone thought I was a rabbit. I kept pulling my tail in front of me to show them.
Rabbits don’t have long tails, I said, and they would laugh. Ricky got tangled in his vampire
cape and fell, twisting his ankle. Mom and dad got into a fight on the way home and Sydney
wet her pants. Everyone went to bed mad. A month later Dad was gone.
Sydney wants to stop at Mary Rain’s house, and before I can stop her she’s running up
the walkway yoo-hooing to the residents sitting on the front porch. Mary Rain lives in a big,
Victorian place that sits back from the road. Big Elm trees full of crows border the long yard.
The whole place smells like birdshit. Mary Rain is some kind of caretaker of these old
handicapped people. I don’t know how many people live there, but the whole porch is
cluttered with wheelchairs; most of them occupied by impossibly ancient people, their eyes
open and empty, like their mouths. Sydney runs up on the porch waving.
“Hello old people, happy happy halloweeny.” She giggles and rings the doorbell. I
come up to the porch, where tall weeds are growing through cracks in the floorboard. I don’t
know which way to look because my eye lands on something awful everytime, like a dirty
bathrobe, or drool, or strange tubes attached to hidden body parts. If I breathe through my
mouth I don’t smell anything. Mary Rain comes to the door, grinning. She’s a cheery, plump
woman in her fifties, with graying hair pulled back into a ponytail. She waves at me and
dumps about two pounds of mini-snicker bars into Sydney’s bag. Then she pulls out a dollar
and says, “Put that in your UNICEF can, dear.” Sydney gives her a long hug. I tell her to come
on, but she won’t come until she hugs everyone on the porch. This takes awhile because at
least two of them latch onto her and don’t want to let go. Finally, we’re back on the sidewalk
and I can breathe again.
“I love old people,” Sid says.
Halfway down the block we see Mrs. Lupin. She sits on her front porch next to a
scarecrow, reading a small Bible with a green plastic cover. It looks, suspiciously, like the one
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we found in our mailbox a few weeks ago. We don’t want to stop there but it’s the only
house lit up on this side of the street.
“Hello girls, come on up,” she calls. “How’s your mother doing?” Sydney takes one
lollipop out of a big plastic bowl in the scarecrow’s lap and gives a polite thank-you ma’am.
Back on the sidewalk she mimics Mrs. Lupin, “How’s your mother?” She makes a face and
sticks the lollipop in her mouth.
“See anything familiar?” she asks.
“I know,” I say, adjusting one of her wings, “she’s a bitch.”
There’s a sudden squeal of tires, and a car rolls right up on the sidewalk.
“Hey little girls, want a piece of candy?” It’s Ricky.
“I didn’t know you were a pedophile for Halloween.” I say.
We pile in the backseat and Ricky peals out leaving a trail of smoke for Mrs. Lupin to
choke on.
The school parking lot is empty except for a beat-up red pick-up truck parked next to
the basketball court. It’s Joe, Ricky’s best friend. Ricky pulls up alongside him and rolls down
the window. Joe’s grinning through a mouthful of braces.
“Hey dude, you ready to burn a big fat one?” he says, and Ricky puts the car in park
and jumps out.
“Adelaide, cruise around for a minute.” The car is still running.
“Where?” I ask, climbing over the seat.
“Go around the track, you can’t kill anybody there.” He jumps in Joe’s truck.
Sydney climbs into the front passenger seat and buckles up.
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“Go fast,” she says.
“I don’t even know how to drive,” I say.
“I’ll help you,” she says, which makes me laugh.
I put the car in D and we ease forward slowly, the speedometer jiggling between five
and ten. I steer us over to the track, easing the speed up to twelve.
“I can walk faster than this,” Sydney says.
“I’ve got to get warmed up,” I say.
She empties her pillowcase into her lap and hands me a Snickers bar, but I keep my
hands on the wheel.
“Save me a few,” I say.
We go around the track once; and then I speed up. The fifth time around I get up to
seventeen miles an hour. I pretend it’s summer and that I’m on the highway, heading across
country. I’ve been on the road for days now, stopping at rest areas to stretch my legs and
take pictures of the scenic views. The map is spread out on the front seat where I marked
Route 40 with a pink highlighter. It’s going to take me straight through Kansas, which is
yellow on the map. Must be from all the corn and wheat. Eventually I’ll reach the Pacific
Ocean where dolphins and whales will be migrating south. I’ll lie on the sand and watch them
til the stars come out. But for right now I drive with the sunroof open, my silk scarf flying in
the wind behind me. The sun is rising and I sip my cappuccino, my skin glowing in the morning
light.
“Are you mad about something?” Sydney says, lining Tootsie Rolls on the dash. “You’re
far away.”
“I wish,” I say.
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I’m going twenty now, the radio is playing an old Elton John song. I sing along softly.
Sydney chimes in, her voice smooth and high, she sways when she sings. I’m up to thirty,
feeling like a racecar driver on the last leg of an important run.

*
Sydney sleeps with a red twizzler in her mouth, fairy wings crumpled beneath her. I
pull the blanket over her and lie beside her in the dark. Sometime later, the phone rings,
jarring me out of my dream. I answer on the fifth ring. Raucous laughter, someone singing
‘The Monster Mash’ in the background, and then Mom’s voice, thick and gravelled, “Tell Ricky
come get me.” She immediately hangs up.
But Ricky isn’t home, he stopped at the house long enough to drop Sid and me off and
to steal twenty dollars out of Mom’s top dresser drawer. I stand in the kitchen chewing my
thumbnail, shivering in the dark. Five minutes later I’m in the station wagon adjusting the seat
so I can reach the pedals. I still have my pajamas on. I put the car in R and touch the pedal.
Nothing happens. I press a little harder and the car shoots backward straight into the garbage
cans, which I forgot were there for tomorrow trash pickup. I’m sweating even though my feet
are ice cold, I didn’t grab my shoes. I put the car in D and ease down the back alley. I don’t go
on the main road, I creep down the alley at five miles an hour for the next three blocks, but
then have to make a left turn at the stop sign. I look both ways so many times I feel dizzy.
She stands on the corner smoking. Her body wobbles, her black dress looks like loose
skin wrapped around her. I stop the car in the road and she gets in the backseat. She spits
out the fangs, a string of drool hanging from her lip to her lap. I face forward and pretend I
don’t see. Her long, broken fingernails graze my neck.
“Drive,” she says.
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I want to drive back through the alleys but I don’t think I can turn around here, so I
take a left at the red light and head down Main Street. I sit very straight and grip the steering
wheel. Half way down the block I have to slow for some teenagers dressed as fruit. A banana
pisses on the centerline while two grapes fondle each other. I take a quick glance in the rear
view. Mom’s face sags against the window, her eyes are half-closed and her cigarette dangles
dangerously. I think she’s out already, but then I hear her say, “Fucking kids.” My foot pushes
the accelerator; I feel the cool steel against my bare skin. I want to slam it through the floor. I
want to see her claw air as the car leaves the road in a blinding roll, flipping, crashing and
grinding into twisted steel. I want to hear her scream.
I pull into the driveway slowly and cut the engine. It sputters a few times then dies.
She’s asleep now, her head back on the seat. I get out, go around and open her door.
“Hey,” I say, “We’re home, wake up.”
She mumbles something and swipes my hand away. I try again, but she doesn’t
cooperate.
“Hey,” I say louder, “Mom, get up.”
This time she grabs my arm and her nails dig into me, hard. I try to jerk away, but
she’s stronger than I think. One nail cuts into my wrist and she still doesn’t let up. Her eyes
are closed. I don’t think about what I’m doing, it just happens. I slap her hard. Her eyes jerk
open. They’re glassy and sunken, filmed over beneath swollen lids.
“What’s happening?” she asks, looking up at me. Something twists in my gut,
something between pity and rage.
“Nothing,” I say, “We’re home.” I’m breathing hard. I pull my wrist out of her grip.
She blinks a few times and tries to get out of the car. I have to help her. In her room I push
her arm off my neck and she falls on the bed, rolling onto her back Her face is slack, the skin
loose and discolored, lipstick smeared beyond the edges of her lips. She looks like a corpse.
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My wrist is throbbing and I turn to leave. I’m halfway to the door when she mumbles, “I love
you.”
I stop, but don’t turn around. From here I can see into our room. Sid’s asleep on her
stomach, her wings sticking in the air, both feet hanging off the end of the bed. I think about
the room in my dream. I see it filled with a soft light; the scent of honeysuckle blowing
through the open window.
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